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Introduction
　　　This paper will discuss graded readers and graded reader report 
instruction in Practical English (PE) II at Yokohama City University 
(YCU). It is based on literature in the fi eld and information supplied by the 
program director, Carl McGary, staff member, Keiko Harada and numerous 
PE instructors. The aim is professional development in the PE program by 
sharing the procedures shown here and also to introduce the pedagogy to 
the wider YCU community and beyond.
　　　This paper could also be seen as a follow-up to my colleague, William 
Penny’s article, “Graded readers as a four-skill activity” (2012). I will 
begin with an overview of PE II, a discussion of the readers, a general 
description of writing in the PE program and then specifically on reader 
report instruction. Finally I will conclude with a discussion of areas for 
improvement, further study and action research.
An Overview of PE II as a Part of the PE Program
　　　PE II is a part of the PE program begun in 2007 under McGary. PE II 
focuses on reading. It is one of three required classes, including PE I, which 
focuses on listening and PE III focusing on grammar. Students meet once 
a week for 90 minutes in each class for fi fteen weeks a semester. There are 
typically between twenty to twenty-fi ve students in each class. As of 2012, 
based on their scores on the TOEFL-ITP (Test of English as a Foreign 
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Language – Institutional Testing Program), students are placed into one 
of two levels: Extending (310-450) and Finishing (450-677).  Students are 
required to also take the TOEFL-ITP test as the fi nal exam at the end of 
the semester. To pass, students must receive at least the minimum possible 
score (310). They must also turn in an application with an attached score 
report indicating a minimum score of 500 on the TOEFL-ITP, or 600 on 
the TOEIC (Test of English in Communication), or pre-1 level on the STEP 
(Society for Testing English Proficiency) Test, or 500 on the PBT-TOEFL 
(Paper Based Test - Test of English as a Foreign Language), or 61 on the 
iBT-TOEFL (Test of English as Foreign Language – Internet Based Test). 
The necessary scores for higher grades (regardless of outside test scores) 
are as follows: B, 450 or more; A, 500 or more; SA 520 or more (McGary, 
Personal Communication).
Graded Readers in PE II
　　　Nation and Meara (2002) maintain that “the core of the meaning-
focused input strand of a course is a well-monitored, substantial extensive 
reading programme based largely, but not exclusively on graded readers 
(p.40).” This is close to what we have in PE II. Books in the American 
Headway (2010) series and the Longman Preparation Course for the 
TOEFL test: The Paper Test (2003) are required texts but, students are also 
expected to complete a reader once a week, both in Finishing and Extending 
classes. This is a necessary amount of reading for perceptible learning to 
occur according to Nation and Wang (1999).
　　　The benefi ts of extensive reading (ER) have been well-documented. 
Renandya and Jacobs (2002) summarize them as follows:
　　　1.Enhanced language learning in such areas as spelling, vocabulary, 
grammar and text   structure 
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　　　2. Increased knowledge of the world. 
　　　3. Improved reading and writing skills. 
　　　4. Greater enjoyment of reading. 
　　　5. More positive attitude toward reading.
　　　 5. Higher possibility of developing a reading habit (p.298) 
　　　Students (and new instructors) are introduced to the PE Center 
which has 450 readers (mostly fi ction) for students to choose from. Before 
2012 the Center had limited hours, open only during each full-time 
instructor’s weekly hour of “offi ce time” of advising students, shelving, and 
checking in and out readers. Now Ms. Keiko Harada staffs the Center full-
time and PE instructors continue to maintain their hours.
　　　Ms. Harada has been a valuable addition to the PE Center. Thanks 
to her, students can make better choices about the readers they select. 
A monthly list of the most popular readers is kept and students can look 
at color copies of all the book covers posted on a wall. She has created an 
electronic and paper-based database of the readers categorized by level 
including title, summary, author, genre and a picture of the cover.  She has 
also made a chart, adapted below, that matches the book level to test scores 
and number of headwords by book series. Students are advised to choose a 
graded reader that matches their score:
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    Table 1
　　　A strategy, or “rule of thumb,” I have for students is that they should 
open a selected  reader to a random page. If they understand all of the 
words, then the book is probably too easy. If there are a lot of words they 
don’t know than the book is probably too diffi cult. If there are two or three 
words per page a student doesn’t understand, the text is probably just 
right. My colleague, Yoko Igarashi makes a similar recommendation to 
students (personal communication), based on her own teaching and English 
learning experience. It is also roughly consistent with Hu and Nation (2000) 
who maintain that unknown vocabulary should make up around only two 
percent, or one in fi fty words.
　　　Penny has an even simpler suggestion for students. He tells them to 
look at the list of vocabulary words in the back of most readers to gauge the 
level of diffi culty (personal communication).
Headwords Book 
Level
TOEFL-
PBT/ITP 
Paper-based 
testing 
Institutional
Testing 
Program 
TOEFL-
iBT
Internet-
Based-Testing 
TOEIC TOEFL-
CBT
Computer 
Based Testing
Penguin 
Readers 
Oxford 
Bookworms 
MacMillan
6 600 100 800 250 3000 2500 
5 550 79-80 730 213 2300 1800 
4 500 61 600 173 1700 1400 1600 
3 450 45-46 470 133 1200 1000 
2 400 32 350 97 600 700 
Note: The PE Department has level 1 readers, but they not on the shelves in the PE Center as they are below most 
student’s levels. Also, the PE Center has no level, two, three, five or six level McMillian readers. 
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　　　I encourage my students to try to determine the meaning of unknown 
words from context, before consulting a dictionary, however if instructors 
expect students to do this successfully students must know “95-98% of the 
tokens in a text (p.44),” according to Nation and Meara. If students have 
selected an appropriate level reader this shouldn’t be diffi cult.
　　　Perhaps more importantly students should choose a graded reader 
that interests them. In fact, Davis 1995) partially describes ER as a 
“supplementary class library scheme, attached to an English course, 
in which pupils are given time, encouragement and materials to read 
pleasurably at their own level, without the pressures of testing or marks 
(p.329).” 
       Students talk about their readers in PE 2 classes. Encouraging the 
students to talk about their readers in class can also help their classmates 
decide what their next reader should be. Furthermore, In leau of, or 
in addition to a written report, some instructors, like Mathew Burton, 
sometimes have their students give presentations on their  readers (personal 
communication). This is consistent with Renandya and Jacobs who 
advocate alternative postreading activities. 
       Penny also points out that some readers include CD’s and tapes. As an 
extensive listening activity he often directs students to watch the movie 
version of the title (if available). Instructors can even encourage learners to 
turn this listening for pleasure activity into a dictation exercise recording 
individual vocabulary and expressions they hear.  He also encourages 
students to read the same title twice or even three times. “This is resisted 
at fi rst by some learners as a waste of time,” Penny states. “However, when 
I ask these same students how long it took them to read a book (a Level 
3 title, for instance) they often mention a week, or more. So, I challenge 
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them to read the book again, keeping a strict record of how long it took the 
second time through. To their surprise, students often fi nd that it takes half 
the amount of reading time or less to get through the same title (p.40).”
       Benefi cial side-effects include:
1) unfamiliar vocabulary that was encountered the first time is now 
understood, assuming that the student has checked these words in a 
dictionary
2) overall comprehension levels rise due to familiarity with the characters, 
plot, etc.
3) overall confi dence with respect to negotiating textual meaning in English 
goes up
4) without realizing it, the learner’s reading fl uency has increased.
Writing in PE
　　　No PE class focuses specifically on writing and it is not a part of 
the TOEFL test; therefore it might appear as if writing instruction is not 
a part of the PE program and not necessary. However, McGary stresses 
that passing the TOEFL test is not the true goal, only a measure of 
English profi ciency, and that “all PE classes are really four skills classes” 
(i.e. listening, speaking, reading and writing) (personal communication). 
Certainly, our curriculum reflects this - from our materials to our 
syllabuses.  Moreover, as of 2011, participation (i.e., completion of 
assignments, active learning, quizzes and practice tests) may be used as a 
criterion to assess a student’s fi nal grade (plus or minus one grade level). 
Written work is also given. 
There is a need for writing instruction in the PE program. PE II 
almost certainly sees the most writing instruction. Reports on graded 
readers are regularly assigned. These reports are a good place to start for 
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improved writing in the PE program. More than just a means to measure 
reading comprehension, they are also an opportunity for students to 
improve their grammar and build their vocabulary, skills essential to 
English profi ciency.   Also, good writing instruction is benefi cial for students 
wishing to enter the Advanced Practical English (APE) program. APE 
classes are elective classes for students seeking to increase “their ability to 
use English beyond the PE requirement and especially for those who are 
thinking of studying abroad (McGary, personal communication).” The APE 
program does have writing as a focus, particularly APE III, which focuses 
on academic writing. In fact, the procedures shown in this essay may well 
be applicable to APE classes.
Graded Reader Reports
　　　Book discussion can be a good  in class pre-writing activity, even if 
the students are only part way through reading.  I often put students in 
pairs and tell them to ask each other about each other’s graded reader, 
usually in the form of WH questions (Who wrote your graded reader? What 
is the title? Where is the setting? When is it set? Why did you choose this 
graded reader?) Penny has the students engage in the communicative 
activities at the back of most readers (personal communication). Here is an 
example from Wuthering Heights (Brontё, 1847/1999):
　　　Explain why:
　　　a Heathcliff wants Edgar to die before Linton.
　　　b Heathcliff hits Cathy and pushes Nelly over.
　　　c Edgar Linton is unable to make a new will.
　　　d Heathcliff damages Catherine’s coffi n.
　　　e Cathy does not leave Wuthering Heights after Linton’s death.
　　　f Cathy fi nally decides to be friends with Hareton.
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　　　g Hareton cannot hate Heathcliff.
　　　h Heathcliff goes mad.
　　　(p147,148)
　　　These activities help students gather and organize the information 
they need and get over the fear of writing. It is consistent with the Process 
Approach to writing (Zamel, 1987), but PE reader report instruction also 
integrates the Genre Approach (Reppen, 2002).
　　　Some instructors ask students to write their reports as a short essay. 
Others have structured forms for students to fi ll out, such as mine (Appendix 
A) and Robert Taftner’s (Appendix B). Some of the spoken answers to 
questions about graded readers can be written directly on the forms.
　　　In my classes I sometimes have students start writing their reader 
reports as an in-class writing activity which is motivating for them, as 
they appreciate having less homework to do. Also, I can monitor their 
writing, see that they are “on the right track,” and spot plagiarism before 
it happens: for instance, a student copying a synopsis from the back of the 
reader. This is especially helpful when fi rst time students write a reader 
report.
　　　On the day the reader reports are due, I give the students time at 
the beginning of class to proofread their reports before they hand them 
into me and I answer any questions. Students seem to appreciate this last 
opportunity to improve their writing (admittedly some of them really just 
use the time to fi nish, or attempt to fi nish them, in-class.) I praise any self-
correction and I encourage students to subvocalize as they read.  I also 
ask them to peer review their papers. The author of a reader report reads 
his or her report out loud to a partner who is also reading along silently. I 
have found this to be a very effective technique, particularly for spotting 
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omissions of plurals and content words -- very common errors.  What 
students say when they read out loud is often not exactly what is on the 
paper and an attentive second reader can spot the discrepancy. Ultimately, 
the goal is self-correction.
　　　Some like, Scarcella (2003), criticize peer-review. She reasonably 
cautions:  
when students participate in peer review sessions, they often are 
unable to correct others’ grammar mistakes let alone teach their 
classmates how to avoid making specific mistakes… In addition, 
through their interactions with their peers, their own ungrammatical 
English forms may stabilize and they may pick up new ungrammatical 
English forms that their classmates use (p.169) (ellipses mine). 
　　　I believe, however, that with very specific and careful instruction 
and monitoring, peer review can be beneficial. Even Scarcella concedes, 
“peer response can be effective when structured appropriately and used 
judiciously (p.147).”
　　　After all the reader reports are collected, I write comments on and 
mark the essays using Penny’s very helpful marking code sheet  (Appendix 
C) and return the papers. There is some evidence that students often do not 
read instructor feedback (Scarcella, personal communication); therefore, 
I take time in class to make sure students do read the feedback and 
understand the marking codes. I do this in part because it is an opportunity 
for students or learn from their mistakes and/or receive encouragement. 
Also, if time permits, I may ask the students to write a second draft of their 
book reports. My book report form can be used to help students structure 
their essays.  For these second drafts I give the students a simple and, 
hopefully, easy-to- follow style and format guide (Appendix D). It has been 
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my experience as an educator that students often hand in poorly composed 
and formatted work. Students should be doing more reading than writing, 
but there are breaks each semester - such as Golden Week, the school 
festival, and the New Year’s holiday - in which students have time out of 
class to focus on well-written reports in addition to reading. As students 
get used to writing reports, the use of the form could be phased out with 
students submitting only one draft. 
　　　It should also be noted that it is possible that readers, report 
instruction, and feedback will become increasingly paperless in the near 
future. Robert Bishop reports that students in his classes submit written 
work and receive commentary via email (2012). For APE classes he used 
Moodle, a learning management system that may be adopted by the whole 
PE program (personal communication).
Areas for Further Study and Action Research
　　　It is fairly clear that PE is a success. Over 90% of students pass 
PE by their second year. However as Physick, Radcliffe, & Kubo noted in 
2010, “Several teachers have said that although PE classes seem to be 
characterized by a general enthusiasm and motivation to learn English, 
students seem to display low levels of application or attention. For example, 
some students may express a desire to improve their reading ability but 
not borrow graded readers from the PE library despite encouragement from 
teachers to do so (150).”
　　　Sadly, the data on how many readers have been checked out by 
students has been lost. So, it is unknown how many readers actually 
have been borrowed since 2010, but from now we can begin to compare 
the number borrowed against the number of students enrolled in the PE 
program.
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　　　One change to the program that might increase motivation is Ms. 
Harada’s “dream” to add well-written student reader reports for each entry 
in the database (personal communication). This would be an excellent 
example of post-writing, a stage of the writing process not yet implemented 
in PE classes. Post-writing, according to Seow (2002) “is a platform for 
recognizing students’ work as important and worthwhile. It may be used as 
motivation for writing as well as to hedge against students fi nding excuses 
for not writing. Students must be made to feel that they are writing for a 
very real purpose (319).”
　　　Another possible future change according to McGary is e-book 
graded readers from Panda books (personal communication). This would 
enable a teacher to assign one graded reader for an entire class, something 
we are currently unable to do. This could have a profound effect on PE II 
with reading and writing about graded reader being potentially less of an 
individualized learning experience for students and more of a whole class 
activity.
　　　Further action research is likely to be necessary when and if these 
changes are put in place. I am confi dent the PE program will continue to 
address the needs of the students and set appropriate goals and objectives.
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Appendix A 
Name___________
StudentNumber___________
ClassNumber___________
BOOKREPORTFORM
ChooseagradedreaderfromthePECCenter.Thebooksaredividedintodifferentlevelsfromeasyto
advanced.Chooseabookthatisatyourlevel.Answerthequestionsthatfollowwhileyouarereading
ANDafteryouhavefinished.
INTRODUCTION.Fillinthelinesbelowforthereaderyouread.
 Ireadabookcalled______________________________________________________________
Itwaswrittenby___________________.Itisa_____________________Whatkindofbookisit?(a
mystery,aromance,asciencefictionstory,etc.)Itisa_____________Themaincharacter(s)
is/are______________________________________________________________

Storysummary
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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ThemeWhatdoyouthinkthethemeofthebookis?Whatistheauthortryingtotellus?Themain
themeofthisbookis_________________________________theauthoristryingtoshowus
that__________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
WritingaboutaCharacterMyfavoritecharacterwas___________because_______________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
OpinionIliked/didn’tlikethisbook
because______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
VocabularyWhileyouarereading,writedownnewwordsyouhavelearnedandtheirmeanings.
WordPartofSpeech(Verb,Noun,Adjective,etc)  Meaning
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Appendix B 
BookReport



Name:________________ Studentnumber:___________ Date:__________


Booktitle:____________________________

Maincharacters:________________________ ____________
  ____________ ____________ ____________



Descriptionofyourfavoritecharacter:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
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












Myfavoritecharacter
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Descriptionofyourfavoritescene:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________














Myfavoritescene
Storysummary:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Didyou(like/dislike)thestory?Why?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Doyourecommendthisstory?Yes___No___
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Appendix C 
MarkingCodeSheet

vtVerbTense(past/present/future)

svaSubjectͲVerbAgreement

plPlural(using“s”or“ies”)

artArticle(a/an,the)

wfWrongWordForm

isIncompleteSentence

mwMissingWord

prepPreposition(to,for,by,in,on,beside,nextto,etc.)

rwRemoveWord

woWrongWordOrder

pPunctuation(.,;:)

conConnectWordorSentence

parParagraph

spSpelling

cCapitalization

weWrongExpression

uncUnclearMeaning

othOther
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Appendix D 
Your name here 
Your class here 
The date here 
Style and Format Guide 

This is a style and format guide for Practical English classes at Yokohama City 
University (YCU). There are many detailed style and format guides for various kinds of 
writing, but this will explain just the basic standards of how any serious written work in English 
should appear, not just at YCU, but anywhere. 
You will notice that this is printed on white A4 paper and that there is a one inch 
(2.5 cm) margin on all four sides of the paper and that the text is double-spaced. Do not let the 
text go to end, like this, and please do not single-space, like this.
You should also use a 12 point Times Roman font, like this, in black and white. 
Please don’t use  strange, oversized, or colorized fonts. 
Don’t press “return” or “enter” after each period. Press “return” or “enter” only at 
the end of a paragraph. You should let long sentences continue to the next line just as you see 
here. Indent, meaning press “tab,” only when you want to start a new paragraph. Here is a good 
example and a bad example: 
Good example:
This is a good example of a proper paragraph in English. You will see that I did not 
press “enter” at the end of that last sentence and this sentence continues for two lines. I also 
indented only at the beginning. 
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Bad example: 
This is not a good paragraph. 
I did not indent. 
I pressed “return” at the end of each sentence. 
Also, the sentences are very short. 
Lastly, NEVER WRITE IN ALL CAPITAL LETTERS. It is the same thing as YELLING.
